LOUISIANA SLUDGE VICTIMS – 2005

http://www.oph.dhh.state.la.us/environmentalepidemiology/diseaseclust/docs/Convent_Report_07_19_05.pdf
Draft for public comment 7/19/05 - prepared by Louisiana Dept. of Health and Hospitals, Office of Public Health, Section of Environmental Epidemiology and toxicology . . . . pgs. 2-3  In St. James Parish there were a number of reports about mysterious rashes, boils and itching.   In response to a survey, 185 residents submitted health complaints either verbally or by handwritten forms.

"The most common type of health complaint reported was associated with the dermal system, "itching" being the most common symptom, either alone or in combination with other complaints.   Thirty-two percent of the residents reported symptoms which affect the digestive system, with "nausea, vomiting, and diarrhea" being the most common symptoms.  "

page 12 - "sewage sludge may cause an odor problem when sludge application to the surface of a field is followed by tilling.   This can be corrected by increasing the buffer zone, which results in moving the sludge further away from residences.   The sludge could also be injected subsurface, which would assure that the odors would not readily escape to the air.   Sludge application does create obnoxious odors that are likely to cause discomfort to the neighboring population but are unlikely to cause rashes, boils and itching which are the main complaints."

"After four years of spreading treated sewage sludge on sugar-cane fields in St. James Parish, Louisiana,  FTM and Associates has recently withdrawn its request for a permit.   According to the Dept. of Environmental Quality (DEQ), the company stopped spreading the material by December 31, 2004.   The Assistant Secretary for Environmental Services at LDEQ reported that this action should alleviate concerns of area residents in St. James Parish who were opposed to the local spraying and reported it as the cause of their health problems."

LOUISIANA – ST. JAMES PARISH – 185 RESIDENTS NEAR SLUDGE SITES REPORT RASHES, BOILS, ITCHING, NAUSA, VOMITING, DIARRHEA – SLUDGE SPREADER WITHDRAWS PERMIT REQUEST

Review of the Environmental Public Health Review, Convent, La

July 19, 2005 Draft -Louisiana Dept. of Health and Hospitals, Office of Public Health, Section of Environmental Epidemiology and Toxicology.

(Excerpts from) Review comments prepared August 30, 2005 Ellen Z. Harrison, Director, Cornell Waste Management Institute  100 Rice Hall, Cornell University, Ithaca, NY 14853 607 255-8576, EZH1@Cornell.edu
“The effort by the Louisiana Dept. of Health and Hospitals to investigate reported symptoms of persons living in St. James Parish is to be commended.  Undertaking such an effort is time consuming and difficult.  

‘The symptoms reported match the “sludge syndrome” that has been reported by people living near numerous sites where sewage sludges are applied.  To date, few investigations have been undertaken.  These same symptoms are not unique, so there is a need to do more than simply catalogue symptoms if there is any hope of assessing potential causes.

“It is commendable that the Department is doing a review of the prevalence of boils since that could enable a comparison among populations. Unfortunately as conducted, the report does little more than catalogue symptoms.  It does not provide data useful in evaluating the cause of the symptoms.  

“Timing  The report makes no mention of the temporal aspects of the symptoms reported.  When during the year and over the past years were symptoms experienced?  How does the timing relate to the timing of potential environmental stresses such as field burning or sludge application including during times of the day, days of the year and changes from year to year?

“In some of the reports of illness from sludge neighbors elsewhere, symptoms are experienced by visitors when they come to the neighborhood and conversely, when people leave the area for a few days, they experience a remission of symptoms.  Thus the temporal experience of both the symptoms and the environmental hazards could be useful clues.

“Potential causes   The report makes a number of unsubstantiated assertions and draws conclusions based on those.  For example, on p 5 under boils and sores, it states that “Sludge from Kenner and discharges of untreated domestic sewage are not the source of boils.”  And goes on to state that “The environment does not play a major role in the transmission of Staphylococcus aureus and MRSA.”  There is no explanation or rationale put forward for these assertions.

The review of the 24 medical records “did not indicate any unusual amount of a certain type of disease or infections that could be attributed to any environmental hazard.” (p 7).  However, since there was no comparison made to a population that was not exposed, and since the diagnoses include a majority of non-specific diagnoses (Gastrointestinal disease or itching, for example), there is no way for the records to be useful in drawing conclusions for this report.  There is no way to know what might or might not be unusual.  It would seem that the dermatologist in the area believed something unusual was taking place since a request for an investigation was made.  

“What is the documentation to back up the assertion that “Sludge application does create obnoxious odors that are likely to cause discomfort to the neighboring population but are unlikely to cause rashes, boils and itching which are the main complaints”? (p. 12).  The only published study (cited above) indicates that these symptoms seem to be associated with sludge application.  A matrix that has compiled self-reported symptoms that people believe are related to sludge application includes many skin irritation reports (see http://cwmi.css.cornell.edu/Sludge/INCIDENTSintropage.htm).
